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Translated Modernity—China, 1900-1937. By Lydia H. Liu. 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1995. xx, 474 pp. 
US$19.95 (paper) ISBN 0-8047-2535-7; US$60.00 (cloth) 
ISBN 0-8047-2534-9.
Every one of us who reads and writes about Chinese 
literature in a Western language engages, whether deliberately 
or not, in acts of translation or, as Lydia Liu's important and 
thought-provoking book would say, in translingual practice. This 
is particularly true in the field of modern Chinese literature, 
which itself arose through contact and collision with European 
and Japanese languages and literatures. (One thing the book 
demonstrates is how hopelessly inadequate the conventional 
term “influence” is in considering the historical transaction 
between China and the West.) In proposing the idea of 
“translingual practice” Liu urges us to rethink the cross-cultural 
interpretations and historical relationships in the early 
development of modern Chinese literature. At the same time she 
critiques the old oppositional paradigms of East and West and of 
tradition and “modernity，” a word that needs to be placed in 
quotation marks, as she demonstrates. For instance, she asks 
現代性 what it means to say x/anofa/ x/ng or x/aA7da/’； are they the 
Chinese equivalents of “modernity” or “modern”？ And at what
moment, in what historical context, does the equivalence or 
translation become meaningful? Is “modernity” an essential 
category or, even more problematic, a 
“standard” that China—trapped forever in the 
attempt to catch up—must strive to reach?
In addition to merely rejecting the 
Eurocentrism of such prejudiced and 
essentializing notions, Liu is interested in 
investigating the discursive construction of 
the Chinese modern and its historical practice 
in language. She examines questions such as 
the legitimization of the “modern” and the 
“West” in Chinese literary discourse. Thus 
she productively focuses her attention on 
Chinese agency, its ambivalence, and even
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its complicity in this process of legitimization. For such a focus 
the “normal” ways of conceptualizing translation as the linguistic 
crossings from “original” and “source” language to “target” and 
“receptor” language， as well as the attendant questions of 
“betrayal，” “fidelity，” and illusionary “equivalence,” obviously 
become quite irrelevant.
In her introductory chapter, Liu draws upon developments 
in poststructuralist and postcolonial theory not only to challenge 
many cliches, categories, concepts, and conventional 
assumptions of modern Chinese literary history, but also to 
prepare the ground for what she will be doing throughout the 
book: examining the language used by early twentieth-century 
Chinese to talk about their experiences of the modern (that is, 
their “rhetorical strategies， discursive formations， naming 
practices, legitimizing processes， tropes and narrative modes” 
[28]). Indeed, one great strength of the book is its intelligent and 
sensitive reading of selected texts; these readings not only yield 
new insights into the texts themselves, but also illuminate how 
the texts’ translingual modes add to or produce tension, 
complexity, and ambiguity.
She begins with a reading of Lu Xun’s “True Story of Ah 
Q.” First she discusses the widespread debate on national 
character and points to the role of Western missionaries, 
specifically Arthur Smith, in the invention of the myth of Chinese 
character. Though Lu Xun may appear to have shared many of 
Smith’s views， particularly the one of “face” as a meaningful 
category, Liu examines the narrator's role in constructing 
multilayered meanings in the story, which ultimately leads to a 
radical rewriting of the missionary discourse.
Subsequent chapters address the discourse of 
individualism, the historical contingency of its meanings, and, 
finally, issues of realism and representationalism. Liu examines 
the use of free indirect style in Lao She's Camel Xiangzi and the 
way in which the novel poses interpretation as a problem of 
literary representation, particularly of Xiangzi as a homo 
economicus. Shi Zhecun may utilize Freudian ideas in his story 
“Sorcery” as a way to rethink the nature and representation of 
desire, but the psychoanalytical model enables him to link up 
with the classical zhiguai tale. Liu^ analysis of Shen Congwen^ 
“Three Men and a Woman，” Lu Xun’s “Regret for the Past，” and
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Ding Ling’s “The Diary of Miss Sophia” generates many useful 
insights into first-person narrative. She makes the observation 
that deictic constructions are not so much a reflection of 
linguistic reality but rather literary tropes that cut across linguistic 
boundaries. The question of differences between the Chinese 
language and the Indo-European languages is raised here, but it 
is a complicated matter that merits a fuller discussion within the 
context of translingual practice.
In the last part of the book, Liu confronts the larger issues 
of culture building and nation building—the first was seen as a 
necessary precursor to the second—by examining literary 
criticism during the formative period of Chinese literature as a 
discourse of legitimation. This was a time of competing notions 
about the nature of literature and its function in modern Chinese 
society. She explores how nation-oriented and male-dominated 
literary criticism appropriated Xiao Hong's Field of Life and 
Death for nationalistic purposes. Her focus on the body of the 
peasant woman as the site of contested meanings in the novel 
supports her case that feminist interpretation can open up and 
radically rethink hegemonic, nation-oriented criticism.
This brings her to the problem of canon formation. Liu 
discusses the role of Zhao Jiabi, an obscure young editor at the 
small publishing house of Liangyou tushu gongsi whose 
authoritative anthology Zhongguo xinwenxue daxi [Compendium 
of modern Chinese literature] largely determined the conceptual 
paradigms in all Chinese literary histories that followed. This 
aspect of the history of canon formation has not received 
sufficient attention. It would have been extremely interesting to 
see Liu follow through with an analysis of how the compendium 
theorized or rationalized its generic categories. Liu might have 
addressed why the categories were limited to fiction, poetry, 
drama, and familiar prose. An even more complicated question 
is how these genres were particularized, conceptualized, and 
“translated” or imposed onto Chinese literary practice.
In the final chapter Liu analyzes the rhetorical strategies of 
the National Essence Movements. She shows the shared 
intellectual background as well as the antagonisms between 
these “conservative groups” and the “radical” New Culturalists. 
Mutually oppositional as they were, these groups played 
complementary roles in the invention of the idea of Zhongguo
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wenxue [Chinese national literature]. This last chapter reminds 
the reader that the invention of and struggle to legitimate 
Chinese literature in the name of nation and culture go on today. 
These issues have in fact emerged with a new urgency in the 
post-Mao period, even if the terms may have changed: xungen 
[t(root searching"] rather than guocui [national essence] and 
post-modernism, for example, instead of "realism" as the prime 
Western literary model. Liu's study ends with 1937, but many of 
her observations on the complexities of translingual practice 
continue to be applicable to contemporary Chinese literature. 
One important feature of the book is that it does not attempt so 
much to provide definitive answers—in fact, the rhetorical 
strategy can be described as interrogative—as to raise 
stimulating questions. These are questions that will and should 
continue to be raised as we think and rethink the issues of 
Chinese literature and modernity. A classified list of over 1,800 
loan-words and neologisms introduced into China before 1950 is 
appended, which adds to the usefulness of the book. It is an 
invaluable resource for all in the field.
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